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Ron Mueck: 

Making Sculpture at the 

National Gallery 

An exhibition at the 
National Gallery, London, 
until 22 June 2003 

http://nationalgallery.org.uk/exhibitions/mueck/default.htm 

Rating: •*• 

There is a huge naked lady in the 
National Gallery. Her eyes are 
closed. She has an obvious abdomi- 
nal protuberance, she is at term, and her 
time is now. This is Pregnant Wrman, one of 
four new works by sculptor Ron Mueck 
installed in a room next door to many of the 
masterpieces held by the National. The 
woman Stands over 2.5 metres tall and she is 
monumental. 



Mueck' s sculptures are ultra-realistic, his 
skin textures perfecdy rendered We note the 
silvery callus on the woman' s ankles, her 
linea nigra, the peau d' orange on the shins, 
the pigmented naevi. Her hair is clasped in 
an imperfect bun, her impatience with its 
ticklish irritation apparent Her stretching 
arms exaggerate her gravid enormity. This is 
one big mamma, the mother of all 
ur-mothers. Such detail merits intense 
inspectioti, the textures invite palpation. 

Next door we see her immediately post- 
natal in Mother and Child, her hands 
clenched into fists as she strains to view her 
glistening pink liquor-covered neonate, 
crawling on her belly and still attached by its 
umbilical cord. Only now she is much 
diminished in size at less than a metre long. 

Mueck' s approach aims for the heart 
rather than the head. His works may appear 
over-sentimental, and unsurprisingly he has 
aroused controversy in the art world. He is 
charged with making modeis, not art A note 
of prudish squeamishness creeps into the 
remarks of his critics. Are they afraid of the 
clear populist appeal of these works? Watch 
the faces of the many women staring 
intenüy at these sculptures; see their looks of 
recognition, of true shock and awe. But 




Mother and Child (detail), 2001 



perhaps the basic reason for the oppro- 
brium Mueck attracts is a residual Puritan 
fear of idolatry. The figures can undeniably 
seem a bit creepy. 

So who are the real showroom dummies 
here? Is it the modeis themselves, the 
adoring public, or the art critics? Mueck, like 
his dolls, is mute in explication. For him 
mum's theword. 



John Quin Consultant physician, Royal Sussex 
County Hospital, Brighton 
John.Quin@bsuh.nhs.uk 
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DESTWUCTION 
W. G. SB BALD 



This final work by W G Sebald, late 
professor of European literature at 
the University of East Anglia in Nor- 
wich, is strikingly relevant, when "smart" 
bombs and missiles nowadays supposedly 
avoid "collateral damage." Its primary 
subject is literature and the Allied air raids 
on Germany during the second world war, 

Items reviewed are rated ona4 star scale 
(4=excellent) 



but it is just as much about the psycho- 
pathology of destructiveness, repression in 
the mass memory of succeeding genera- 
tions, and the sequelae of torture and cruelty 
from the victims' point of view. 

The book comprises four essays. In the 
first and longest titled "Air War and 
Literature," Sebald asks why the devastation 
of 131 Ger man cities and towns targeted by 
Allied bombing occupies so litde space in 
Germany' s cultural memory. The bombing 
killed 600 000 dvilians, destroyed 3.5 million 
homes, and left 7.5 million Germans home- 
less. Yet for the most part German writers 
have remained strangely silent about it 

Sebald retrieves horrifying accounts of 
the incinerating effects of the firestorms that 
followed the bombing. He quotes Friedrich 
Reck (who died from typhus in Dachau) 
describing a group of 40 to 50 refugees from 
Hamburg trying to force their way on to a 
train at a Station in Upper Bavaria. As they 
do so, a cardboard suitcase "falls on the plat- 
form, bursts open and spills its contents. 
Toys, a manicure case, singed underwear. 
And last of all, the roasted corpse of a child 
shrunk like a mummy, which its half- 
deranged mother has been carrying about 



with her, the relic of a past that was still intact 
a few days ago." 

In one of the remaining essays he 
discusses the writings of Holocaust survivor 
Jean Amery, particularly his chilling and 
"curiously objective" description of his tor- 
ture by the Nazis. Amery' s hands were shack- 
led behind his back and then raised by a hook 
on a chain until he hung about a metre above 
the floor. "There was a cracking and splinter- 
ing in my Shoulders that my body has not for- 
gotten to this hour. The balls sprang from 
their sockets." Sebald comments that Ameiy 
knows that he is operating on the borders of 
what language can convey. He also teils us 
that Amery wrote that torture has "an 
indelible character. Whoever was tortured 
stays tortured." 

Sebald' s death in a car crash in 2001 cut 
short the literary career of someone who 
was beginning to be recognised as one of die 
greatest contemporary writers. Certainly I 
have rarely read a collection that displays 
such insight into the nature of human 
destructiveness as this one. 



Fred Charatan retired geriatric physician, Boynton 
Beach, Florida, USA 
fredcharatan@adelphia.net 
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